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Abstract 
The quality of university education is an important factor in the cultural, scientific and technological progress of the 
nation. So many scientists around the world are now engaged in the reflection of nature, focus and mission of 
universities. The authors of the article, analyzing the tendency in the development of universities in advanced 
countries, and based on their own experience, conclude that the purpose of universities, unlike other educational 
institutions does not consist in preparing performers of established professional functions, but in the formation of a 
certain stratum of professionals, manifesting themselves in a variety of cultural and technological fields as initiators 
and guides to innovation, a kind of generators of progress. This is possible if the basis for the construction of the 
content and technology of university education will be based on a project approach. This methodology directs 
toward such a construction of the educational process in which teachers and students are included in the basic and 
applied research, which is completed after the creation of projects that provide outdistancing development of 
economy and social sphere. In this process intending specialists are originally formed as bearers of experience of 
forecasting and innovation policy, perception and penetration of knowledge-based technologies in various spheres of 
social practices. 
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1. Introduction 
In a recent survey «My World 2015 Analytics», more than seven million of respondents from all over the 
world were asked what would make life better. In the first place there was "good education", confidently having 
passed ahead of "good health", "good work", "honest government" and twelve indicators. Unity in the opinion of 
respondents from different countries of different sex, age, social status, level of education says a lot. According to a 
survey of young people YouthSpeak 2014 engulfed fifty thousand respondents from different countries, including 
Russia; education has been identified as a powerful weapon capable of changing the world by 75% of the younger 
generation respondents, despite the fact that 52% are dissatisfied with their education. But what does this "weapon" 
represent and can we unequivocally state that we live in an era of "arms race" in the field of university education? 
At the present stage, there are two main strategies for the development of university education. The first 
strategy focuses on building a virtual university, and originated from the rapid and radical change in the educational 
landscape under the influence of technology development. In recent years, there have been more initiatives in the 
field of education worldwide: blended learning, media learning, smart-learning, e(lectronic)-learning, m(obile) -
learning and others. Digitalization of education has become a trend that is supported at different levels and is 
observed in the transition from paper to electronic format of books and textbooks, from the real to the virtual 
classrooms, standard tests to testing on platforms with the help of mobile applications. The universities that seek to 
offer students such a virtual environment, which will have more educational opportunities and significantly increase 
the speed of learning are not an exception (Sarafinejad, Najarian, Haghdost, 2008; Shahtalebi, Shahtalebi & 
Shahtalebi, 2011; Jaafari, 2009). 
The second strategy of the development of university education focuses on the cooperation of universities 
and corporations of different levels. The dynamics of modern economy is that achieving the competitive advantage 
is possible only by relying on universities as a source of knowledge, innovative technologies and models of strategic 
knowledge management (Bektaú & Tayauova, 2013; Berbegal-Mirabent, Sánchez García & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2015). 
The requirements of economic growth and supporting competitiveness of the national system of university education 
require appealing to the functions of universities as generators of ideas and a source of concepts and technologies in 
the system of relations between the state, science, production and business. In addition to education and scientific 
research universities are directed toward the implementation of the third mission that is creation of scientific and 
technological innovations, outdistancing the widespread patterns of production and social technologies for the 
creation of a highly competitive informational science-intensive product in demand in the most difficult of access 
markets in the world. Scientific disciplines and a network of connections between them in the form of "invisible 
college" or schools of thought are not so important in a modern university. A modern university "completes" their 
activities to the actual information production and science-intensive applications via university-industry cooperation 
(University-Industry Cooperation). 
Both strategies assign the general outline of what constitutes a modern university and what mechanisms of 
knowledge transfer in higher education are the most effective. However, the question what the features of 
construction of contents and technologies of modern university education are, is debatable for each of the countries 
seeking to improve the efficiency of higher education. The process of the innovative reforming of the university that 
predetermines its new mission is predetermined by the reconstruction of the methodology, which in its 
contemporary understanding requires to consider a university as a center of the innovation cluster, perceiving in this 
aspect the system of relations between the university, on the one hand, and the state and business, on the other. The 
new status of the high school enables it to embed in the design of scientific and educational process of high school 
project approach as the methodology of its organization (Rolina, 2014; Blaškováa, Blaškoa & Kucharíkováa, 2014), 
that allows us to consider science as the content, the process and the product of the university life. 
The purpose of the study was to develop the concept of the project approach as the methodology for 
designing and assessing the quality of content and procedural aspects of modern university education. The 
experiment studied the experience of two "classical" universities - Southern Federal University, Rostov-on-Don, 
Saratov National Research University and two specialized universities - Volgograd State Socio-Pedagogical 
University and the Russian Customs Academy, a branch in Rostov-on-Don. 
2. Genesis of university education models 
European culture, in many ways having defined the shape of the human civilization, had universities as its 
ground. It is one of the few inventions of mankind, the importance of which has only increased for centuries. Trends 
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in the development of university education can be seen in the genesis models of European and American 
universities. Traditionally, the origins of high school are seen in medieval pedagogy, avoiding using the concept 
"higher education" for antiquity. In the ancient thesaurus, indeed, there were no universities in the modern 
understanding of the word. However, many ancient mentors supervised schools, which taught young men at the age 
of contemporary students. 
2.1 Antique model. 
A number of researchers have set up a hypothesis that the body of Plato's works should be regarded as one 
of the most ambitious projects in the history of education in which the content of humanitarian higher education has 
been specified (Power, 1964; Raubitschek, 1952). According to Plato, the pursuit of the ideal of educational 
attainment and its achievement, should not be restricted to a set of knowledge, no matter how much they were 
required to participate in the management of the policy; it is also necessary to raise the capacity for self-organization 
and a wise political choice in the affairs of the society. For most contemporaries of Plato’s education ended with a 
minor form of higher education - ephebe. In Plato's Academy, which organization in many ways reminded of a 
university campus, the best of the best could continue their education. The Academy included Museyon, 
promenades for the philosopher and his companions, covered gallery with seats, a library and a number of other 
buildings (Power, 1964; Dillon, 2005). Through the Academy Plato realized hidden political agenda by indirect 
influence on the life of Greece through the practice of higher education, undertaken outside the city and providing 
different city states with smart politicians and lawyers. 
2.2  Monastic model. 
The monastic model, which chronological framework which covers the Middle Ages, represented by 
theological universities, took the place of the ancient university model. Seville, Paris, Toulouse, Naples, Cambridge, 
Oxford, Valencia, Bologna they were founded in XII-XIII centuries., Uppsala, Copenhagen, Rostock, Orleans - in 
the XIV-XV centuries. The world's first high schools, i.e., universities began to appear in the places of existence of 
various schools. Seeking knowledge and career, people flocked to the city where a celebrated scientist appeared. 
Thus, at the end of XI century an expert on Roman law Irnerius appeared in Bologna where a school of legal 
knowledge was founded (later the University of Bologna). Opened in the XII century. the University of Paris had 
gained recognition as a major center of theology. 
2.3  French state-oriented model. 
Imperial University established by Napoleon, was a model that is still developing now. The university was 
considered as a state social institution. The model of the University is distinguished by strictness, authoritarianism, 
accuracy of teaching, pragmatism in education. In 1808, in accordance with a special decree of Napoleon's Imperial 
University was founded. Under this name in France a unified centralized system of education was established. It 
consisted of three stages: primary, secondary and higher and covered all schools, both state and private. Unified 
qualifying requirements and curriculum in conjunction with a variety of types of educational institutions were able 
to meet the needs of society and the state in different professions and to educate the general public. 
2.4 German democratic model. 
Humboldt University is the model being developed at present. The model was characterized by democratic 
character, dialogue as a way of teaching, research, and the development of new science. Other features of the model 
are intellectual freedom in research and teaching, the autonomy of universities, the growth of independent 
disciplines with their own standards and priorities. The most important characteristics of a new university were 
thought to be "free knowledge", "free science and discipline," "free education," "free individual". Thus, at the 
beginning of the XIX century, German university model was spread, which was based on the ideas of academic 
freedom and the unity of education and science, known as the "Humboldt University". This model still determines 
the face of the world system of higher education in many respects. 
2.5 American technocratic and innovative model. 
This is the model corresponding to the new mode of the production of knowledge. The model is formed and 
developed at the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The development of the entrepreneurial university 
model, based on the intensification and commercialization of innovative results in the framework of an innovative 
model of "triple helix - Triple Helix» (university-business-state) (Ickovic, 2010). The innovative model is based on a 
prospective role of the university as the leader in relationships with business and government. These relationships 
are built to produce new knowledge, innovation and economic development. Characterological peculiarities of the 
university as a center of innovative development and its functionality in the development of innovations, due to the 
network nature of the relationships between the actors of the innovation process: the transformation of the university 
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into an open system that functions in conjunction with all the actors of the innovation process, thus there is change 
in the system of relations between the university, on the one hand, and government and business, on the other; 
growth of innovation "creativity" is one of the priorities of the educational policy of the University. To implement 
this it is necessary to change the methodology of the educational process at the university, directing it towards the 
project, which is based on the objectives and results of activities in the sphere of innovation and commercialization. 
In Russia, this path is followed by Tomsk State University, the Mining University in St. Petersburg, i.e., almost all 
universities with the status of research universities (14 universities). 
The genesis of university models testify to their permanent reform aimed at ensuring their compliance with 
the methodology to the demands of society, production and market, development paradigm of scientific knowledge. 
Approved today a model of the research university and at the same time integrated into the global information, 
political, economic and culture forming structures can be designated as a model of a project approach to the 
university education construction, which describes its formation as a generator of innovation, knowledge-intensive 
technologies, expansion in the socio-cultural and politico-economic spheres, designing regional scientific and 
technological space by analogy with "Silicon Valley", the construction of the educational systems in which learning 
is integrated into the research and design process. 
Analysis of the project discourse in modern educational thought suggests that so far there are no generally 
accepted categorical interpretations of the project approach as the methodology, a project as an activity and social 
competence, project teaching method as a tool for mastering activities, designing as a tool for innovation, and any 
others. 
3. Project approach model to the construction of university education 
The authors of a recent study «School's Over: Learning Spaces in Europe in 2020: An Imagining Exercise 
on the Future of Learning» believe that at the moment there are only the contours of the picture entitled "Education" 
drawn with all-new colours, on a new canvas, in a new frame, with new storylines and characters (Miller, Shapiro & 
Hilding-Hamann, 2008). In this picture has yet to draw the plot of university education. Customary educational 
space of the university does not cease to exist, but it ceases to exist as unified space. Influenced by the development 
of various technologies, some breaks occur there and new educational space takes shape, replacing the traditional 
one. Trends and directions of the development of modern university education are the following: 1) the increase of 
the culture forming function in university education, when the university transforms from the translator of culture 
into its developer of main subject and spiritual forms; 2) strengthening the role of universities in creating 
knowledge-intensive technologies and activities; 3) stimulating innovation processes in all spheres of social reality - 
economic, technological, educational, in the field of scientific thinking, in the views of the functions of science and 
scientists in the world today; 4) converting the quality of university education in the field of competition of the super 
states and the leading corporations investing in university education. 
Specific character of modern university education is in its open-expansive nature. University consistently 
provides transformative innovation and expansion in the economy, the culture and the mentality of the region, the 
nation and the world. The basis of economic-developing function of the university is its ability to produce 
knowledge that in today's economic environment acts as the main and most liquid commodity, especially if it is 
presented in the form of projects and technologies. As far as the impact on the culture is concerned, the project 
teams of universities, in the form of which scientific-industrial-pedagogical schools operate now, create new forms 
of product creation and human development practices, changing the content and culture people’s life, transnational 
human communities through global networks, "junctions" of which are universities (the example of university 
expansion is the following: born in university laboratories information technologies, fundamentally changing the 
"the world of man"). Finally, the impact of universities on the mentality of society consists in the formation in the 
human community a project, in fact, futuristic thinking, projecting the future, providing solutions to global 
problems, the unity of people, the focus of their creative potential on the creation of man. We can say that the model 
of the project approach to the construction of the university is a special project in the field of education. The key to 
implementation, as well as to the implementation of any long-term project, is to select the concept and making the 
right management decisions in the course of its implementation (Samset & Volden, 2015). 
The project approach was initially approved as a method of learning, presented as the antithesis of the 
traditional subject-knowledge-disciplinary training model. At the current stage in the framework of university 
education the project method is more often considered as a turn-based strategy of the student and the teacher: the 
first step is often planning and the start of work, the second is the project in the dynamics, the third is a reflection 
and general conclusion (Abramson, 1995; Rolina, 2014). It is not about the assimilation of subject knowledge and 
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skills, but about the assimilation of activities related to their use; mastering not an isolated subject area, but a meta-
subject experience; not the perception of a detached object (abstracted material), but independent creation of a 
product (or its model) based on the acquired knowledge and skills; not the use of "ready-made" knowledge but 
independently acquiring them in the course of research activities. 
Generated in the field of general education, the project method has gradually become dominant in the field 
of university education with its functions to mould preparedness to perform common cultural and professional 
activities at the level of their competent performance. Evolution of the project approach was directed towards its 
transformation into the methodology of research and design of university education. The project approach therefore 
appears as a system of methodological regulators implemented in determining the following: 
- the content of university education, based on the experience of research and development, outdistancing 
the current state of the correspondent science and practices (innovation-projecting "outdistancing" content); 
- university educational technologies, suggesting the involvement of students in scientific research in 
collaboration with teachers, i.e., in a kind of "bordering limits" where the conflicts of knowledge and ignorance are 
unfolded, i.e., the frontiers of science are extended, and the reproductive level of learning is not possible, but the 
design of new models is required, which implies very broad orientation to knowledge gained, setting up hypotheses, 
their experimental testing, creating new models, defense of projects, which results in blurring the lines between the 
so-called educational and research activities; 
- forms of university education, where design team forms in such a system dominate rather than lectures 
and seminars and class-lesson forms of teaching; 
- models of a university teacher as a bearer of a particular kind of scientific and educational activities and, 
accordingly, such competencies as cognitive (the unity of the scientific subject and didactic thinking, research 
capacity, the ability to reflect on their own activities); competence in the discipline taught; psychological and 
pedagogical (mastery of pedagogical competence, that is,  the ability to create personal-and professional-educational 
situations in dialogue with the students); differential-psychological competencies (setting individual routes for the 
development of students); methodological competence (knowledge of research methodology, procedures of design 
thinking, criteria for evaluating products of research and educational activities); didactic-methodical competence 
(knowledge of methods, mechanisms of assimilating various types of experience, the ability to make up instructional 
and training materials); innovative competence (search for new innovative solutions); socio-psychological 
competence (communication skills, self-control, confidence, the ability to manage conflicts etc.); competence of  
intra-team interaction (adaptation and adoption of role dispositions in the team);  
- criterion framework for assessing the quality of education of university graduates, in which unlike the 
traditional description of "knowledge and skills of the specialist" there dominates the description of the types of 
innovation activity (the design of the competence), to implement which specialists should be prepared. 
The project approach, being implemented in content and technology of university education provides 
training, the main function of which is not the reproduction of already existing forms of professional activity, but the 
development and implementation of innovative programs in all areas where this specialist is about to work. In fact, 
this is the socio-cultural mission of university education. 
4. Experiment model on testing the project approach in university education 
Scientific-educational process in the modern university is a projective model ("advancing the image") of 
social reality. The essential features of the content of university education are its universality and integrity. 
University education in its essence is not pure "preparation for the profession", but it provides integrated orientation 
to a certain socio-cultural sphere, which may come from different areas of science and practice. The aim of such 
education is to form the subject of the development of the socio-cultural sphere – the bearer of innovation (design) 
thinking, having a fundamental scientific potential and research experience, in the long term able to independently 
create new areas of professional practice. The essence of design thinking is in the ability of its bearer to 
independently set new support his independent statement of scientific practical aims, designing the development of 
new products of activities and areas of human practice based on the achievements and prospects of the development 
of fundamental areas of science. Methodology of designing should not be confused with the methodology of the 
introduction of scientific achievements in practice because it is based on not only the transformation of research 
results into practice, but also the creation of practices that promote the development of science. Technology of 
university education is the creation of the system of developing educational project environments, the disposition of 
which allows the intending bearer to master necessary the patterns of experience design thinking and innovation. In 
this process obtaining knowledge, its transformation into a product and the formation of a specialist capable of such 
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integration is implemented as a trinity of cognitive processes, design and training. Moreover, the central place 
belongs to designing, integrating research and educational functions of the university, which sets goals and 
meanings of knowledge (research), and substantive-procedural structure of the training. Design and educational 
space of the university is structured in different classes and types of projects, ensuring the realization of the subject 
(teaching), transdisciplinary (development) and interdisciplinary (education) of the education functions. Singling out 
the most common features of the development and testing of options for the project approach in the activities of the 
universities, the experimental model of the process can be represented in the form of experimental work which was 
carried out in two stages. In general, the model of the experiment is as follows (Table 1). 
Table 1. Model of experiment on the validation of the project approach in university education 
 
The stage of the 
process, its purpose 
Moulded features  of 
students 
Tested technology of the project 








 Elements of design 
thinking (the choice 
of goals and 
resources). 
Students’ familiarization with the 
international experience of project 
activities, their inclusion in project 
activities of teachers in the role of 
trainees. 
Diagnostics of students’ 
design thinking, testing 
abilities to the advancement 




capabilities of the 
formation of 
project 




The ability to use the 
project approach in 
terms of tracking 
their students ' work 
by the teacher. 
Imitative modelling of processes of 
applying scientific resources in 
setting and solving problems 
requiring the application of new 
technologies as methods of 
development of design skills. 
Observation, experiment, 
testing, examination of 




in the conditions 
of its expansion 
in real production 
and market 
relations. 








Performing all procedures in the 
development and implementation 
of the project: organizational, team, 
research, design, technological-
performing and expert estimated 
operations as a method of forming 
competences. 
The experiment, monitoring, 
examination of commodities 
of research and practical 
activities, assessment of 
competitiveness of the 
developed technologies. 
In accordance with this model in the experiment there were tested three types of educational situations: 
1) the cycle of situations on mastering the elements of design thinking (on the subject material); 
2) the cycle of situations imitating the modelling of designing activity (on transdisciplinary material via a 
system of interdisciplinary training modules); 
3) the cycle of situations with the actual designing activities in the scientific and technological and 
economic space (on interdisciplinary material - in the solution of essential scientific and technological problems). 
The level of experience of design thinking in students was assessed by the following parameters: 
• the ability to define the problem of the project, formulate its goals and objectives; (there were identified 
progress and shortcomings in a number of positions, which include a problem and its choice, goal-setting, planning, 
evaluation, significance of the results); 
• finding and understanding relevant information, skills of its processing and systematization; 
• readiness for self-determination in the project team; 
• mastery of skills of formulating and solving research problems and transformation of research results into 
the plane of technology; 
• experience in the assessment of economic prospects for the project results; 
• the level of competences in the field of interaction with the social partners. 
Below there is a comparison of the experimental and control groups in terms of "readiness for the selection 
and processing of information relevant to the project» (see Figure 1). 
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Fig. 1. The comparison of the criteria of experimental and control groups 
This experiment led to the following conclusions: the students on whom the technology was tested, that 
included three mentioned types of educational situations, in other words, the technology of education, corresponding 
to the mission of the university, operating in accordance with the project approach had a higher level of creativity 
and independence in the selection of issues and strategies to resolve them at the stage of the project formation in 
comparison with the students, having had a traditional subject training with the standard forms of industrial 
practices. 
There also was the obvious advantage of the experimental group in the mastery of the group of 
competencies required for a successful implementation of the projects - research, communicative ("negotiation"), 
technological, expert, and others. They appeared to have more developed reflective features, enabling them to 
identify the advantages and disadvantages of the executed projects. They also excelled in a higher level of critical 
thinking while systematizing the information being processed, and its application in practice. The distinctive feature 
of the experimental group was a high level of skills and competence in the field of information processing, 
especially the information taken from Internet sources, from contacting with experts, based on the analysis of 
competing models, and others. The experimental group quite freely demonstrated design skills in transdisciplinary 
and interdisciplinary situational tasks. 
 
5. Conclusion 
            Therefore, the main mission of the university is provision of cultural potential of the society on the basis of 
training bearers of innovation, i.e., specialists in the development and implementation of innovative projects in 
various spheres of social reality. A graduate of the university has a "universal" range of competencies (research, 
design, expert) as they aim at their continuous updating. It is fundamentally different from the traditional specialist 
with higher education in its ability not to reproduce the established professional functions, but develop new areas of 
practice. The experience of "design conduct" in the world around us is the result of its innovative socialization in 
scientific, educational and technological environment of the university. The design methodology makes it possible 
to construct all aspects of the functioning and development of the university, its purpose, education technologies, 
achievement assessing criteria so as to equip teachers and students with design thinking, skills to develop and 
implement innovative projects wherever their professional activities will be carried out. 
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